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Chilean politicians, fruit growers and exporters are attempting to prepare a case to sue the US
government for damages incurred when in March 1989 the US Food and Drug Administration
reported discovery of two cyanide-laced grapes. The Chilean Exporters Association estimated the
FDA's action cost Chileans more than $330 million. More than six million cases of fruit in the US
were destroyed. (See also Chronicle, 09/13/90.) University research reports say that the cyanide, if it
existed, could only have been injected in FDA labs. Potential plaintiffs want the Bush administration
to admit it was mistaken and negotiate compensation. The studies, which were commissioned by the
exporters, were carried out at the University of California at Davis and various Chilean universities
and private institutes. The Association's summary of the studies makes the following points: *
Cyanide injected in grapes rapidly loses potency. Consequently, for cyanide to have remained when
the FDA completed its lab analyses seven to 10 hours after the grapes were discovered the initial
injection would have had to be so strong that it would have spread to other grapes in the box as well.
The FDA found no other contaminated grapes in that box or any other. The summary points out
that since no other poisoned grapes were found, the injection must have occurred while the FDA
had the grapes in its control, either through laboratory error or malicious intent. * Because of the
volatility and rapid action of the cyanide, injection of the cyanide into the grapes was not possible in
Chile, during the 15 to 20 day sea passage, or in the port of Philadelphia before the inspection. * The
grapes photographed by the FDA presented a different appearance than that of grapes injected with
cyanide for the exporters' studies. This suggests that the grapes may have been contaminated with
something other than cyanide. Chilean fruit exports to the US in 1989 were valued at $562 million,
and the estimate for 1990 is $800 million. (Basic data from AP, 09/11/90; New York Times, 09/12/90)
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